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Summary 

Within Communication Studies, critical and cultural scholars will likely encounter 

psychoanalytic methods by way of Rhetoric scholarship, which has made plentiful and recurring 

use of Freudian and Lacanian concepts. This entry offers a survey of psychoanalytic methods 

‘before’ and ‘after’ the linguistic turn, juxtaposing key concepts with rhetorical scholarship that 

employs it. Psychoanalytic theory is foundationally the study of the unconscious. Before the 

linguistic turn, the Freudian theory of the unconscious informed Kenneth Burke’s theory of 

identification developed in A Rhetoric of Motives and numerous Jungian analyses of cinematic 

texts. In the linguistic turn’s aftermath, the psychoanalytic theory of Jacques Lacan contributed 

understandings of speech, identification, and rhetoric that transformed Freud’s original 

formulations. These contributions, captured in Lacan’s four fundamental concepts of 

psychoanalysis, registers of the unconscious, and “Seminar on ‘The Purloined Letter’,” illustrate 

a variety of ways that critical and cultural scholars have enlisted psychoanalysis to describe 

instances of public address, social movements, political and legal discourse, and cinema/film. 

The unique feature of Lacan’s approach is that the unconscious is structured like a language, 

which means that the unconscious is received as a speech act. Moreover, contrary to the view 

that the subject uses the signifier, Lacan maintains that the signifier exercises an organizing role 

over the subject and its desire. Conceived within the history, theory, and practice of Rhetoric, 

psychoanalytic theory offers conceptually rich insights tethered to the concepts of the 

unconscious, the signifier, and the drive (among others) that are enabling to the aims of critical 

and cultural studies.  

Keywords: psychoanalysis, rhetoric, unconscious, identification, signifier, repetition, 

transference, desire, drive, objet petit a.   
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Introduction  

Critical and Cultural Studies (CCS) often finds itself at odds with the theory and practice 

of psychoanalysis. Whereas CCS scholars often seek to advance a theory of gender, 

psychoanalysts as frequently cling to one or another theory of sex. Whereas advocates for CCS 

might repudiate the concept of repression on Foucauldian grounds, psychoanalysts insist on its 

conceptual utility. The CCS perspective similarly scorns psychoanalytic terms of art like hysteria 

and the phallus as historico-linguistic residues of systematic sexual violence coded as 

pseudoscientific epistemology. Psychoanalysts, in opposed fashion, have sought to expand the 

signification of psychoanalytic terminology beyond the level of individual diagnosis, seeking 

instead to describe the broader movements of collective discourse. At loggerheads from the 

very start, CCS must encounter psychoanalysis by way of a mediating third term: Rhetoric.  

“Psychoanalysis itself … is a rhetorical enterprise,” write John Bender and David 

Wellbery.1 Indeed, the study of rhetoric is useful to the practicing psychoanalyst. It is “designed 

to provide renewed experience of coherence and continuity leading to renewed spontaneity 

and capacity for personal satisfaction [in the patient or analysand].”2 Rhetoric (in the restricted 

sense of narrative construction) is how the analyst guides the analysand to process their 

traumas. Rhetoric is crucial for understanding not only what stories an analysand recounts, but 

also how such tales are told. The psychoanalyst who wishes to become attuned to the 

borrowed weight of their analysand’s words requires an understanding of rhetoric – insofar as 

understanding the truth at stake in analysis depends upon a compelling interpretation of how 

the analysand situates their-self within the plot of their own discourse. 

Psychoanalysis is as rhetorical in its practice as it is in theory. Certain canonical texts of 

psychoanalytic theory rely upon rhetorical (i.e. figural and literary) resources. Across his many 

writings, Sigmund Freud’s metaphors for the unconscious range “from hydraulics and 

photographs to reservoirs, inoculations, battlefields, and x-rays.”3 Louis Althusser explains that 

Freud often relies upon “imported concepts … borrowed from thermodynamic physics[,]… 

political economy, and the biology of his time” as well as literary texts by “Sophocles, 

Shakespeare, Moliere, [and] Goethe.”4 One of Freud’s prominent successors in psychoanalytic 

theory, Jacques Lacan, also invokes rhetoric frequently and explicitly. In Écrits, Lacan cites 

Plato’s Gorgias5 as a reason why scholars have been driven away from the study of Rhetoric, 

and reformulates the prisoner’s dilemma as a thought-experiment in psychoanalytic 

identification, labeling it “a remarkable sophism, in the classical sense of the term.”6 Elsewhere 

in the same text, he offers a laundry-list of tropes (including ellipsis, hyperbaton, syllepsis, 

repetition, apposition, metaphor, catachresis, allegory, metonymy, and synecdoche) as 

organizing principles of the dream-text,7 and formulates his famous “metaphor of the subject” 

as a response to a public talk on argumentation by Chaim Perelman.8 Rhetoric is never far from 

psychoanalysis – in theory or in practice. 

Suffice it to say that an excursus about psychoanalysis and CCS could assume many foci, 

and there are several roads-not-taken that deserve mention. For instance, this entry could have 
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taken as its focal point CCS scholars’ criticism of the rhetoric of neuro-medicine. Such criticisms 

would, for instance, encompass Herbert Simons’ claim that psychotherapeutic placebos 

demonstrate that the “‘real’ causes of benefit from psychotherapy are mere rhetoric”9 and 

Jenell Johnson’s historical claim that psychoanalysis is the disciplinary precursor and competitor 

to the emergent, mid-20th century technique of lobotomy.10 It also could have posed and 

answered the question of whether psychoanalysis constitutes a science of communication 

capable of elaborating “… the systemic conditions of discourse that produce automatic 

thoughts.”11 It could have pursued the close association between psychoanalytic and media 

theory, which ranges from Friedrich Kittler’s Gramophone Film Typewriter12 to Kaja Silverman’s 

The Acoustic Mirror.13 It might, finally, have discussed the relevance of psychoanalysis for 

theories of embodiment, which is played out in the conflict between the discursive theory of 

gender and the psychoanalytic theory of sexuality.  

Instead, the focus of this entry is psychoanalysis’ longstanding and changing relationship 

to Rhetoric. Conceived within the history, theory, and practice of Rhetoric, psychoanalytic 

theory offers conceptually rich insights tethered to the concepts of the unconscious, the 

signifier, and the drive (among others) that are enabling to the aims of CCS scholars. The 

sections that follow offer a brief survey of psychoanalysis in Rhetorical and CCS before and after 

the linguistic turn. The latter section, which comprises the bulk of this entry, reviews the four 

fundamental concepts of psychoanalysis, the registers of the unconscious, and the “Seminar on 

the Purloined Letter.”  

 

Psychoanalysis before the Linguistic Turn 

Psychoanalysis is a therapeutic practice rooted in Sigmund Freud’s epistemology for 

analyzing the private discourse of his mostly bourgeois analysands.14 Contrary to power- and 

institution-oriented understandings of resistance such as “a pre-existing foundation which 

escapes or eludes the powers that bear down on it from the outside“ or a prevailing force 

“generated by the very power it opposes,”15 resistance first occurs to Freud in analysis, taking 

the form of the analysand’s parapraxes: their stumbling speech, slips of the tongue, and other 

embodied tics:  

Resistance was first discovered as an obstacle to the elucidation of the symptoms and to 

the progress of the treatment; it is the resistance that ‘finally brings the work to a halt.’ 

To start with, Freud tried to overcome this obstacle by insistence (application of a 

countervailing force to the resistance) and persuasion, but then he realized that 

resistance was itself a means of reaching the repressed [unconscious] and unveiling the 

secret of neurosis … .16 

What “finally brings the work to a halt” is whatever point at which the analysand is no longer 

answering or speaking to the analyst’s prompts, but rather defaults to something else to deflect 

the analyst’s stare. Freud is drawn to this point in the analysis: where the resistance, evidence 
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of the unconscious drives, takes over the analysand’s speech to protect it from what must not 

be thought. An important variant of the resistance in analysis is the transference, which 

describes a stage of psychoanalytic treatment in which “infantile prototypes re-emerge and are 

experienced with a strong sense of immediacy,” causing the analysand to develop libidinal 

attachments to the analyst.17 Transference is a kind of resistance because it also “brings the 

work to a halt,” staging the analyst-analysand relationship as the immediate material to be 

negotiated in analysis. The concept of the transference (particularly its variant, the counter-

transference) is also dicey for the legitimacy of psychoanalysis and its practitioners because it 

implicates the analyst for whom the objective is to motivate or induce the transference (i.e. to 

provoke a sexual attachment) as predatory and unethical. Ideally, moving past this stage of 

analysis is experienced as a net gain of agency for the analysand, who becomes able to speak 

about their transference as transference. The analysand’s ability to mark the establishment, 

modalities, and resolution of the transference – as well as a lessening of their symptoms – are 

the foundation of Freud’s talking cure. 

In Freud’s terms, psychoanalytic theory refers primarily to the study of the unconscious. 

In its noun form, the unconscious “only really acquires its meaning in [Freud’s] first 

topographical theory,” which separates the psychical apparatus into three sub-systems with 

distinct characteristics/functions: the unconscious, the preconscious, and the conscious.18 In 

this model, the thoughts not present to the conscious mind are split between the unconscious 

and the preconscious. Whereas preconscious thoughts are merely unthought and therefore 

capable of becoming conscious with minimal energy, unconscious thoughts are inadmissible to 

consciousness because they have been repressed. Later in his career, Freud proposed a second 

tripartite topography consisting of the Id, ego, and superego. In this model, the conscious ego 

mediates between the Id, which houses the unconscious drives (controversially translated by 

James Strachey as ‘instincts’ or ‘instinctual drives’), and the superego, which executes the 

functions of censorship and prohibition.19 Here, “unconscious” appears chiefly in its adjectival 

form and is split between the distinct unconscious functions (e.g. the unconscious 

Id/superego).20 These changing topographies demonstrate how the unconscious, like others in 

Freud’s oeuvre, transform at various stages in his writing. The topographies also illustrate how 

the unconscious is split, beginning with Freud’s initial theorization: it is divided from the 

conscious mind, divided between the agencies of the unconscious, and divided across these 

separate models for the psyche. 

 Unconscious thoughts only ever find their way to the analysand’s conscious circuitously, 

by way of an encrypted and clandestine route. Freud explains the attendant difficulty of 

bringing unconscious thoughts to the conscious ego with his distinction between the pleasure 

principle and the reality principle. The pleasure principle describes the motivational structure of 

the infantile subject in which “the whole of psychical activity is aimed at avoiding un-pleasure 

and procuring pleasure.”21 For this “polymorphously perverse” infantile subject, the pleasure 

principle has no predetermined object: “… there is no ‘pregiven natural order’ to the sexual 

drive … .”22 The pleasure principle is limited by the reality principle. If the pleasure principle 
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privileges “… seek[ing] satisfaction via the shortest route …,” then the reality principle curbs this 

impulse by restricting the infantile subject’s pleasure, and forces them to take a longer path to 

arrive at the pleasure/reduction of un-pleasure they seek.23 Once the reality principle is in 

force, the subject’s the immediate attachment to the pleasure object is partially confined to the 

unconscious, and the subject instead pursues substitute objects that allow them some of their 

lost satisfaction. In the contentious Oedipal staging of these concepts, the infant’s relationship 

to the Mother is governed by the pleasure principle insofar as she is a source for pleasure and 

the reduction of discomfort. The introduction of the Father as a sexual competitor for the 

Mother’s affections imposes the reality principle, and the infantile subject’s ability to seek 

pleasure/reduce displeasure by way of the Mother must thenceforth be gotten partially from 

the protracted process of sexual maturation. The pleasure principle and its moderation by the 

reality principle therefore constitute one scenario in which unconscious thoughts finally make 

their way to the conscious mind – by way of a long detour and the encryption of objects that 

substitute for what is lost to the early infantile relation. 

Freud also discusses the circuitous path from the unconscious to the conscious mind in 

terms of the repressed thoughts of the dream-work. Repressed thoughts are in the broadest 

sense synonymous with the unconscious of the first topography (i.e. the unconscious, 

preconscious, and conscious), in which it is defined as “… turning something away, and keeping 

it at a distance from the conscious.”24 Freud later coins the return of the repressed to describe 

the process whereby the unconscious’s indestructible content “tends to reappear, and 

succeeds in doing so in a distorted fashion … .”25 How does the repressed return? In 

“symptoms, dreams, [and] parapraxes” (i.e. verbal tics and slips of the tongue), each presenting 

a unique text for interpretation.26 In the dream-work, “the most important elements … are 

represented by insignificant details,” which are governed by two laws: displacement and 

condensation.27 Displacement consists in the encryption or over-determination of unconscious 

thought within the dream-work as “symbolic hieroglyphics.”28 Displacement alleviates the un-

pleasurable excitation associated with the repressed content by substituting the traumatic 

thought with one that is harmless or banal. Condensation occurs when a displaced element 

recurs across dream thoughts and “represents several associative chains at whose point of 

intersection it is located.”29 By harnessing the ambiguity between different latent elements of 

the dream-work, condensation creates a nodal point: a singular focus that fuses contradictory 

elements into a dream-thought of special significance. Displacement and condensation 

constitute two further mechanisms for obstructing the passage of unconscious thoughts to the 

conscious mind, allowing the dream-work to take the form of a text whose protocols dictate the 

force of the symbols that appear within it. 

 Freud’s unconscious also advances a psychoanalytic theory of the social. In one instance, 

Freud attributes a social function to the concept of prohibition. One of his “comparison[s] from 

the arena of politics,” for instance, brings the censorious superego together with the figure of 

an unruly mob: “a ‘certain small faction’ that ‘obtains command of the press’ and manipulates 

public opinion.”30 With this contiguity between the individual and collective superego, 
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psychoanalysis goes social: Freud effectively suggests that the individual subject’s repression of 

unconscious thought offers a prototype for social behaviors, including feckless prohibitions 

upon free speech. Freud also finesses the line between the individual and the social with the 

incest prohibition, which illustrates how “[the] tendency of culture to set restrictions upon 

sexual life” generates the repressive social function of the law.31 This concept is derived from 

Freud’s myth of the primal father, who after exiling his sons and subordinates claims all the 

women for his own. This primal father-figure, the subject of gratuitous pleasure, is 

subsequently murdered and a law prohibiting incest is instituted among the remaining 

tribespeople. Freud thus installs a repressed sexual motive as a founding social bond:   

Though the brothers had banded together in order to overcome their father, they were 

all one another’s rivals in regard to women. Each of them would have wished, like his 

father, to have all the women to himself. The new organization would have collapsed in 

a struggle of all against all, for none of them was of such overmastering strength as to 

be able to take on his father’s part with success. Thus the brothers had no alternative, if 

they were to live together, but – not perhaps, until they had passed through many 

dangerous crises – to institute the law against incest, by which they all alike renounced 

the women whom they desired and who had been their chief motive for dispatching 

their father. In this way they rescued the organization which had made them strong – 

and which may have been based on homosexual feelings and acts, originating perhaps 

during the period of their expulsion from the horde.32 

Freud’s social theory, finally, encompasses his theory of the drives, which culminates with the 

death drive. With this concept, Freud posits a function that informs all instinctual-unconscious 

behaviors and a master-category for the drive and its partial variants. It is “the return to an 

earlier state and, in the last reckoning, the return to the absolute repose of the inorganic.”33 

The death drive is at work, for instance, when the subject attaches itself to the Mother (the 

pleasure principle) and subsequent symbolic substitutes (the reality principle) to reduce its un-

pleasure, thereby reducing “tensions to zero-point.”34 It is also evident in the incest prohibition, 

wherein the murder of the primal father constitutes a return to an earlier, more peaceful state. 

In that way, the death drive specifies a general principle of the unconscious that is equally true 

of the individual and the social: both follow “a circuitous path to death” in which “the human 

drives to self-preservation, self-assertion and mastery” ultimately work in service of returning 

the subject to an infantile state of quiescence.35 

Early Psychoanalytic Theory in Rhetorical Studies 

Early in the disciplinary history of American Rhetorical Studies (RS), the Freudian 

position was prestigiously associated to Kenneth Burke’s theory of identification. According to 

Diane Davis, Burke was enamored by Freud’s Interpretation of Dreams. In A Rhetoric of Motives, 

for instance, he glowingly cites “Freud’s notion of a dream that attains expression by stylistic 

subterfuges to evade the inhibitions of a moralistic censor.”36 Burke, however, also distanced 

himself from some of Freud’s more famous pronouncements. Namely, “he ditched the Oedipal 
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narrative, arguing that the most fundamental human desire is social rather than sexual.”37  

Whatever their differences, for Burke as for Freud, identification happens to a subject who first 

encounters their identity by way of being dispossessed: “Boy wants Momma, Daddy has 

Momma, so boy wants to be Daddy, identifies with him, takes him as the ideal model.”38  

Identity is motivated not by the desire to have what the other has (in this case, the maternal 

love-object), but by the desire to become the other who has (or once had) what the subject 

cannot stop wanting. The fact that the other ‘has’ the (maternal love) object throws the 

desiring subject’s own dispossession (lack-of-the-object) into relief. Put somewhat differently, 

identification is not an obsession held in common with another subject, but rather how the 

assumed commonness of obsession enables the subject to put themselves in the other’s place. 

The difference between the identifying subject (A) and the subject with whom A identifies (B) is 

prominently featured in Burke’s own construction:   

“A [the subject] is not identical with his colleague, B. But insofar as their interests are 

joined, A is identified with B. Or he may identify himself with B even when their interests 

are not joined, if he assumes that they are, or is persuaded to believe so.”39  

Identification is an imperfect and often imagined match between the interests of A and B. 

When A imagines their interests and desires as identical to B’s, they become identified. Even 

when the distinction between A’s desire and B’s desire is strictly policed (as, for instance, is the 

case in the distinction between boy’s/father’s desire for the mother), identification consists in 

the (mis-)recognition of this innate difference as sameness, and the other’s desire as 

“consubstantial” with one’s own:   

While consubstantial with its parents, with the “firsts” from which it is derived, the 

offspring is nonetheless apart from them. In this sense, there is nothing abstruse in the 

statement that the offspring both is and is not one with its parentage. Similarly, two 

persons may be identified in terms of some principle they share in common, an 

“identification” that does not deny their distinctness.40  

Identification has a final crucial component: the introduction of a mediating third party. When 

A identifies with B by imagining their self in B’s place, it is a third party – the (maternal) object 

or “some principle they share in common” – that authorizes A to become B while also 

relegating B to the status of an antagonist or competitor. The Freudian/Burkean inflection on 

identification stresses that there is no identity prior to the subject’s persisting attachment to 

that which they hold in common. For identification to occur, A must therefore make and break 

their relationship to B vis-à-vis the object they both hold dear. 

A second offshoot of early psychoanalytic theory in RS is the rhetorical criticism of 

archetypes, derived from Carl Jung’s theory of the cultural psyche. The rhetorical criticism of 

archetypes isolates symbols embedded in widely-circulating popular narratives as repressed 

elements of a collective unconscious. Whereas other (Marxist-historical) approaches to 

psychoanalysis (over-)emphasize the degree to which “moral action … can only occur in social 
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praxis,” the Jungian approach posits that moral action is also (and more forcibly) conveyed by 

these potent symbols.41 Archetypes resemble the repressed features of dreams; they 

“represent aspects of the psyche that have been ignored and must be re-assimilated; their 

function is compensatory.”42 Archetypes, in other words, posit a common and unconscious 

relationship between the symbol and culture. Consequently, archetypal criticism tends focus 

upon literary-cinematic texts (including Jaws, Rocky, The Deer Hunter, and Batman) as 

exemplars of the cultural psyche: “Film is an art form particularly well-suited to expressing 

archetypes: It is primarily visual; it is experienced in darkened, dream-like conditions; and, 

through special techniques, it can simulate the surrealistic plasticity of dreams.”43 Like the 

masked unconscious of the dream-work, the collective unconscious of the cultural psyche 

consists of embedded symbols that represent common cultural-moral travails. It also embraces 

the idea that the “patterns underlying symbol formation in the psyche [that] are everywhere 

the same,” even if the images and symbols that fill these deep cultural narratives vary by 

geography, population, or context.44 

Before the Linguistic Turn, psychoanalysis was understood primarily as a clinical 

practice, while the psychoanalytic theory developed by Freud undertook to define the 

unconscious. The primary theoretical focus of the unconscious regards the specific routes or 

processes by which unconscious thoughts become conscious. Reflecting on the many 

contributions of Freud, CCS scholars might borrow the insights that identification (removed 

from the bounds of the Oedipal triangle) offers a compelling explanation for the subject’s 

desirous attachments. From that perspective, the Freudian inflection of identification – in which 

the subject’s desire is always already obstructed by and attached to another subject – should 

nuance our understanding of collectivizing discourse. Freudian psychoanalysis can also offer 

CCS scholars a vocabulary for the way that popular symbols appear in public discourse, as well 

as the way that some “banal” symbols function as nonthreatening symbolic substitutes for a 

collectively repressed trauma. Moving from the divan to the demos, Freudian psychoanalysis 

may help CCS to understand how certain modes of identifications and archetype cut across the 

individual/social divide. 

 

Psychoanalysis after the Linguistic Turn 

The linguistic turn colloquially refers to a shift in philosophical orientation cutting across 

traditionally humanistic disciplines at different times throughout the twentieth century. As 

popularized by philosopher Richard Rorty, “The Linguistic Turn” is a historical conceit rooted in 

logical positivism and cultivated by the tension between ideal- and ordinary-language 

philosophy.45 Many continental philosophers following in Freud’s tradition, however, identify 

the roots of the linguistic turn in the early twentieth century study of structural linguistics, with 

such individuals as Fernand de Saussure, Roman Jakobsen, Tzvetan Todorov, Mikhail Bakhtin, 

and Louis Althusser as exemplars.  
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The linguistic reformulation of Freudian psychoanalysis is prominently associated with 

Jacques Lacan, who popularized the notion that the unconscious is structured like a language. 

In “The Function and Field of Speech,” Lacan famously revises Fernand de Saussure’s theory of 

the sign (fig. 1) which theorize the associative relationship between the signifier (the sound-

image) and the signified (the concept) as the source of meaning for the subject.46 The revised 

diagram (fig. 2) removes the association between the signifier and the signified, privileges the 

autonomy of the signifier, and stresses the role of the bar in separating the terms: “The division 

by which the science of the letter is instituted is finally nothing other than the division 

introduced (or at least emphasized) in the sign.”47                                    

  
Fig. 1 Fig. 2 

The impediment, failure, or split referenced by the bar of the second diagram is integral to 

Lacan’s theorizations of the unconscious, which is frequently divided, bifurcated, and split from 

itself. Unlike Freud’s analysand, who employs speech to reveal (perhaps fictive) repressed 

unconscious thoughts, Lacan’s subject of the unconscious is one for whom the bar, split, or gap 

of the unconscious is always immanent to their speech.  

Many Lacanian theorists in RS have been drawn to Lacan’s obsession with speech. 

Speech is, paradoxically, among the only media that registers the prelapsarian infantile being 

lost with the entry into speech. Joshua Gunn claims that in the tradition of Lacan and Freud, 

“psychoanalysts study slips of the tongue, verbal missteps, and seemingly involuntary blurts 

because uncontrolled speech gives one a glimpse of the unscripted, unconscious self.”48 

Michael Hyde describes Lacan’s theory of speech in terms of the talking cure, encouraging a 

view in which the proper combination of words enables “… a person [to] become 

simultaneously the creator and created.”49 Barbara Biesecker contends that what is most 

interesting about Lacanian psychoanalysis is desire, which constitutes the subject such that no 

combination words will relieve the subject of the “irreparable or irreducible split between the 

ego and the unconscious.”50 In all of the foregoing accounts, Lacan’s theory of speech advances 

the thesis that the subject is constituted by its entry into language vis-à-vis speech.  

Lacan revised Freud’s theory of the unconscious over the course of twenty-seven 

seminars, books, articles, and a two-part television broadcast. Lacan’s discourse is often crude, 

pointed, and performative. Louis Althusser writes that “Lacan’s language [is] unable to live or 

survive except in a state of alert and accusation,” but also “provides [his audiences] with a 

dumb show equivalent of the language of the unconscious: the equivalent of the lived 

experience of their practice, whether as analyst or analysand.”51 In the pages that follow, I 

organize Lacan’s major contributions to psychoanalysis by referencing his four fundamental 
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concepts (unconscious, repetition, transference, and drive), the registers of the unconscious 

(imaginary, symbolic, and real), and his “Seminar on the Purloined Letter.” This section ends by 

considering several of the major debates over Lacanian psychoanalysis in RS and how they 

privilege different elements of Lacan’s unconscious.  

 

The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psychoanalysis 

Each of Lacan’s four fundamental concepts, explained in Lacan’s eleventh seminar, 

revives a familiar Freudian formulation and supplements it with novel psychoanalytic insights. 

The first of the fundamental concepts, the unconscious, resuscitates Freud’s first topography to 

theorize the barred subject and by extension, identification. As Jacques Alain Miller explains:  

Lacan revitalizes the Freudian concept of the unconscious, introducing thereby the 

concept of the subject. Indeed, he introduces the unconscious as a subject, for the 

subject is not a Freudian concept even if, when Freud says Ich, he is sometimes referring 

to the subject. When Freud says das Ich, he is often referring to the ego. The subject is a 

Lacanian concept, a reordering of Freud’s work. … He chooses to define the unconscious 

– and it’s only one definition among many – as “impediment, failure, split … In a spoken 

or written sentence something stumbles.52 

Unlike Freud’s repressed unconscious that must be discovered or unveiled, Lacan’s unconscious 

speaks through the subject with the associative logic of “impediment[s], failure[s], [and] 

split[s].” Lacan famously explains identification as a split in the subject occurring during the 

mirror stage, the moment a child first recognizes itself in its reflection. Before the mirror stage, 

the subject “… putatively lacks any sense of itself as an individual, crying when other infants cry, 

and understanding its body and motions as unconnected fragments.”53  But when the infant 

confronts and recognizes itself in the mirror’s imago (“the exotic fixity of the child’s reflected 

image”)54 a split appears in the subject’s self-perception: “The image simulates the idea of an 

entity entirely independent of herself in a ‘looking glass’ or reflective surface.”55 This passage 

from putative wholeness to differentiated identity is identification: the process by which the 

subject recognizes itself by reference to a split in itself. Ultimately, the recognition of the imago 

is experienced as a loss for the subject, who thenceforth will ceaselessly attempt to “resolve, as 

I, his discordance with his own reality.”56 

Lacan’s elsewhere explains the identification as a different sort of splitting, this time 

between the subject’s attachments in the imaginary and symbolic registers. In imaginary 

identification, the subject “imitate[s] the other at the level of resemblance, we identify 

ourselves with the image of the other inasmuch as we are ‘like him’.”57 At this level, the subject 

relates to the other as an ego ideal (or little-o other): the subject that the subject would (or 

would not) like to become. At the level of symbolic identification, by contrast, “we identify 

ourselves with the (big-O) Other precisely at a point at which he is inimitable, at the point that 

eludes resemblance.”58 This mode of identification situates the Ideal ego (or big-O Other) as the 
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position of illusory authority from which the subject imagines their actions to be judged. As 

with the imago of the mirror stage, symbolic identification allows the subject to assume a role 

in relationship to the illusory completeness of an Other who decides or judges in the subject’s 

place. The splitting of identification, like the splitting of the signifier from the signified, marks 

how Lacan’s unconscious privileges “impediment, failure, split” as the core feature of the 

subject.  

The second fundamental concept, repetition, is derived from Freud’s Wiederholen (or 

‘repetition compulsion’) in which the subject experiences unwanted symptoms in a continual 

and insistent manner.59 For Freud, trauma is produces the insistent symptom, which repeats in 

dreams and parapraxes (“slips of the tongue, verbal missteps, and seemingly involuntary 

blurts”).60 Lacan insists, by contrast, that repetition is fundamental to the operation of the 

unconscious: “the unconscious is not merely a gap, but repetition; and through this cross-

checking, a network is constituted.”61 He offers the example of the fort-da (gone-here) game to 

illustrate the repetitive-compulsive cross-checking that is generative of this network. In the 

game, an infantile subject throws a cotton-reel (or spool) attached to a thread from the side of 

their crib. The game consists in making the reel disappear and reappear in a way that resembles 

the mother’s departure from the infant’s side, making up for her disappearance by making 

himself the agent of the game that simulates it: 

To this object [the reel] we will later give the name it bears in the Lacanian algebra – the 

petit a. The activity as a whole symbolizes repetition, but not at all that of some need 

that might demand the return of the mother, and which would be expressed quite 

simply in a cry. It is the repetition of the mother’s departure as cause of a Spaltung 

(splitting) in the subject – overcome by the alternating game, fort-da, which is a here or 

there, and whose aim, in its alternation, is simply that of being the fort of a da, and the 

da of a fort.62  

The substitution of the object for the infant-mother relation, as well as the game that is made 

possible by this substitution, enlist repetition to achieve mastery over alienation without hope 

of achieving this goal. 

 Repetition fulfills an epistemological function for the subject, who long after the fort/da 

game copes with reality by acting out in mechanical, habitual, or ritualistic ways. In the analysis, 

breakthroughs happens belatedly, as a repetition of something that was said at an earlier time. 

According to Jeremy Grossman, repetition and the related concept of reduplication fulfill an 

epistemological function, marking failures of signification as irruptions of the unconscious in 

public discourse. In radio interviews with former New Orleans Mayor C. Ray Nagin recorded in 

the immediate aftermath of Hurricane Katrina, Nagin evinced repetition by “looping back to a 

particular object or objects,” returning to similar staccato phrasings and topoi of death and 

dying across multiple interviews.63 Reduplication, adapted from Julia Kristeva, is “the repetition 

of sounds or grammar (“bye-bye,” “bric-a-brac,” etc.)” as well as a failure to signify, in the sense 

that language is arrested or seizes upon a sound it cannot relinquish.64 Nagin’s discourse 
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“stutters, stops, restarts – reduplicates – as it attempts to express a political logic of disaster 

response dislocated from partisan fiscal deliberation and bureaucratic procedures.”65 

A further Lacanian development of repetition is as retroaction (from Freud’s 

Nachträglichkeit or ‘afterwardsness’) in which the repetition of the signifier fixes the 

signification of the signifier which anticipates it. Slavoj Žižek uses Hegel’s example of Julius 

Caesar’s power-grab and the subsequent fall of the Rome: In the first instance, Caesar’s 

consolidation of personal power signaled a weakening of the Republican form of governance, 

but was perceived as the “arbitrary act” of a single person, something which “could also not 

have happened,” and that was “contrary to the spirit of the Republic.” In the second instance, 

“the reign of Augustus” heralded the emergence of caesarism as the paradigmatic substitute 

for the prior, Republican way of life. “[In] failing, in missing its express goal, the murder of 

Caesar fulfilled the task which was … assigned to it by history: to exhibit the historical necessity 

by denouncing its own … arbitrary, contingent character.”66 The idea that caesarism is the 

fulfillment of a historical destiny relies upon repetition, understood as retroaction. An event 

comes to occupy its full significance by reference to a prior, significant event the significance of 

which is not understood completely until after the fact. Caesarism, the second event, affirms 

and consolidates the significance and the signification of the earlier moment as a repetition of 

the same. This repetition operates retroactively, fixing what was once an arbitrary signification 

after-the-fact as “an expression of underlying historical necessity.”67   

 The third fundamental concept, transference, introduces the Lacanian subject 

supposed-to-know (sujet supposé savoir), which describes the position of the analyst as the site 

where the analysand projects their unconscious attachments. The Lacanian transference 

defines the transference as a function of the split subject-supposed-to-know: “I am in the 

transference both when I gamely suppose that the analyst knows the elusive contents of my 

desire, and when I complain hysterically that the analyst is supposed to know but does not, that 

both her technique and the knowledge on which it resets are fraudulent or even insidious.”68 

Lacan also offers a solution to Freud’s problematic formulation of the transference as a site 

where infantile sexual attachments are repeated. By oscillating between the analyst who is 

supposed to have all the answers, and the analyst who is supposed to (but does not) possess 

such knowledge,  “the analyst’s role is simply to sustain (his) desire, to prevent this desire from 

issuing a sign of legitimation with which the patient could reassure himself, secure in the 

knowledge that the Other has recognized and sanctioned his innermost being.” In other words, 

the analyst’s desire affirms the patient up to the point that the analyst is called upon to affirm 

the analysand as if they were their Other.  

When Lacan formulates the transference in 1953, he also broadens Freud’s definition 

considerably to encompass intersubjective relationships more generally: "Each time a man 

speaks to another in an authentic and full manner, there is, in the true sense, transference … 

."69 The everydayness of the transference depends, however, on the subject’s construction of 

the subject supposed to know, who like the Ideal Ego of symbolic identification, assumes a 
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position of mastery or judgment over the subject. One way that the ‘subject supposed to know’ 

has been pluralized is through the work of Jodi Dean, who enlists the (analyst’s) position of 

mastery to describe the distinction between the public-supposed-to-know and the public-

supposed-to-believe. Whereas the public-supposed-to-believe is “that subject from whom 

secrets are kept and in whom a right to know is embedded,”70 the-public-supposed-to-know 

assumes the role of an elite secret-keeper: “Something or someone stands right outside us, our 

knowledge and our visibility, withholding our legitimacy from us, preventing us from realizing 

the rightness that we claim, that should be ours.”71 Like the relation of the analysand to the 

analyst, this transference among publics binds the one’s beliefs to the secretive, knowledge-

hoarding Other who is thought (or at least supposed) to have all the answers. 

 The fourth fundamental concept is the drive, which is distinguished from desire and 

introduces the objet petit a and jouissance. In the Freudian model, drive is (much to Lacan’s 

dismay)72 often translated as ‘instinct’ and is commonly associated with the Id of the second 

topography. Drive is set apart from need, demand, and desire. In need, the signifier coincides 

with the object (e.g. the hungry child’s cry coincides with its need for nourishment). In demand, 

the signifier does not coincide with the object in the same way. The child who demands milk, 

for instance, is asking for something more than is literally stated: “the particularity of the object 

is here annulled; almost any will satisfy – as long as it comes from the one to whom the 

demand is addressed.”73 Joan Copjec informs us that this ‘something more’ that is asked for is 

the objet petit a of desire, which imputes an intersubjective relationship as a surplus of the 

signifier. The subject of desire is always chasing after their objet petit a, their demand for 

surplus love from the Other never being fully answered, and the subject must find substitute 

objects (e.g. the cotton-reel) to alleviate their stress. The final term, drive, is explained by way 

of a childhood game that once again involves a mirror. In direct opposition to desire, the drive 

won’t stop being satisfied, and always attains its object.  

In this later version, the child himself functions as the cotton reel; hiding beneath the 

mirror for a time, he suddenly jumps up to observe the emergence of his mirror 

reflection. … In the [fort-da] game it is failure, or desire, that propels the repetition. 

Something escapes, or to use one of Lacan’s phrases, something does not stop not 

writing itself,” in the field of representation structured by the game, and so the game is 

repeated endlessly with the hope, but without the possibility, of capturing that which 

escapes it. In the second game repetition is driven not by desire but by satisfaction; 

some satisfaction is repeated, does not stop writing itself,” in the game.74 

Desire and drive define the two economies of jouissance, “the “subject’s ‘useless’ repetition of 

its habits of subjectivity.”75 Whereas desire “… perpetually postpones fulfillment, reflexively 

turning the impossibility of satisfying desire into the desire for unsatisfaction,” the drive is the 

opposite; “rather than never attaining satisfaction, this subject always gets it; in fact, he gets it 

through the very movement of trying to repress it.”76 Whether as ‘the desire for unsatisfaction’ 

or the achievement of the drive’s aim ‘through the very movement of trying to repress it,’ 
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jouissance is the surplus gotten through the ritual pursuit of the object. When tethered to the 

drive, finally, Lee Edelman reminds us that jouissance always has one final attribute: it “… 

[embodies] the remainder of the Real internal to the symbolic order” and “produces identity as 

mortification, reenacting the very constraint of meaning it was intended to help us escape.”77  

 One example of the desire/drive distinction occurs in Joshua Gunn’s account of 

Louisiana demagogue Huey P. Long, whose embodiment of the obsessional/hysteria dialectic 

closely mirrors the two economies of jouissance described above. Gunn characterizes Huey P. 

Long, the obsessional, as “… an eloquent, charming, and sometimes buffoonish outsider 

wielding a polarizing and populist rhetorical style. Long’s obsessive style transforms him into 

the subject of the drive, and his audiences into hysteric subjects of desire. The perverse subject-

of-drive “is convinced of his or her completeness and autonomy,”78 but is in fact 

“fundamentally unfree, compulsively driven to repeat the same thing.”79 The hysteric subject-

of-desire’s erstwhile tendency is to “deny or erase themselves, continually establishing an 

unsatisfied desire” that only their Other can provide.”80 Huey, as the subject of the drive, is 

embodied as an apparently ‘complete’ person without the need for listeners, and promised 

them a piece of the perverse satisfaction he is always guaranteed. “By claiming to bring order 

to chaos, thereby representing strength, resolve, and absolute autonomy, … ”81 Huey also 

embodied his audiences’ Other, amplifying their demand for satisfaction with the promise of “… 

his impossible perfect people, self-alienated and incapable of satisfying desire.”82   

 Lacan also preserves some sense of Freud’s death drive throughout his various 

theorizations of the unconscious. In his early psychoanalytic writings, including “The Function 

and Field of Speech and Language,” the death drive is associated with the word-as-murder-of-

the-thing. As soon as reality is captured by the word, it becomes “caught in a symbolic network 

[in which] the thing itself is more present in a word, in its concept, than in its immediate 

physical reality.”83 As with the mirror stage, in  which the imago cuts the subject off from its 

prior being and heralds the indefinite resolution of the ego, the entry into the symbolic is a 

deathlike cutting off from reality effected by language. In the second period of Lacan’s writing, 

associated with his “Seminar on the Purloined Letter,” “the accent is shifted from the word, 

speech, to language as … a senseless autonomous mechanism which produces meaning as its 

effect.”84 The death drive is here associated with the radically decentering effects of the 

symbolic order (the locus of the signifier and signification) upon the imaginary (which organizes 

the experience of the subject as fantasy). In the final period, the death drive is equated with the 

Real, which is “exactly the opposite of the symbolic order: [it is] the possibility of the … radical 

annihilation of the symbolic texture through which so-called reality is constituted.”85   

 

The Registers of the Unconscious 

The imaginary, symbolic, and Real registers of the unconscious correlate roughly with 

three major stages of Lacan’s career; he began with the imaginary, moved to the symbolic and 
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closed with the Real. Each register also poses a different relationship to the signifier: In the 

imaginary, the domain “lying between subject-formation in language and the articulation of 

demands in speech,” the subject is attracted to or repelled by the signifier.86 In the symbolic, 

the register of language and signification, the signifier is the agency that organizes the subject’s 

discourse. In the Real, the signifier unravels or undoes the subject’s discursive universe. Calum 

Matheson offers a mathematical analogy: “[the] Symbolic might be understood as the structure 

of an equation, the Imaginary relation lending particular value to individual variables, and the 

Real emerging when the formula is revealed to be insoluble.”87 Slavoj Žižek offers the following 

account of the registers, comparing them to distinct features of a chess game:  

The rules one has to follow in order to play it are its symbolic dimension: from the 

purely formal standpoint, ‘knight’ is defined only by the moves this figure can make. This 

level is clearly different from the imaginary one, namely the way in which different 

pieces are shaped and characterized by their names (king, queen, knight), and it is easy 

to envision a game with the same rules, but with a different imaginary, in which this 

figure would be called ‘messenger’ or ‘runner’ or whatever. Finally, Real is the entire 

complex set of contingent circumstances that affect the course of the game: the 

intelligence of the players, the unpredictable intrusions that may disconcert one player 

or directly cut the game short.88   

The Imaginary 

The imaginary register of the unconscious is the locus of the image, the little-o other, 

and fantasy. It brings together many of Lacan’s early concepts, which are rooted in a quasi-

infantile subject whose subjectivity is cut off from itself (or ‘castrated’)89 in the encounter with 

the mirror’s imago or language’s signifier. As Lacan writes, “we must absolutely define the 

ego’s imaginary function as the unity of the subject who is alienated from himself.”90 Cinema 

scholar Christian Metz surveys the breadth of concepts that fall under the heading of Lacan’s 

imaginary as follows:  

In the Lacanian sense… the imaginary, opposed to the symbolic but constantly 

imbricated with it, designates the basic lure of the ego, the definitive imprint of a stage 

before the Oedipus complex (which also continues after it), the durable mark of the 

mirror which alienates man in his own reflection and makes him the double of his 

double, the subterranean persistence of the exclusive relation to the mother, desire as a 

pure effect of lack and endless pursuit, the initial core of the unconscious (primal 

repression).91 

The predominant dyad or dialectic of the imaginary register occurs between the subject and 

their (little-o) other. This relation is sometimes transposed into RS scholarship as the 

relationship between speaker (or text) and audience, in which the one holds out an untenable 

fantasy of wholeness for the other distraught by a condition of fragmentation or lack. Fantasy, 

often a synonym for the imaginary register, has at least four major variants. The first, 
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developed by Joshua Gunn, extends the idea that as the subject “emerges from the mirror 

stage, s/he develops a ‘fundamental fantasy’ about his or her origin, a fantasy about the cause 

of his or her desire.”92 From this perspective, the fundamental fantasy concerns “the subject’s 

desire for the desire of the Other,”93 and puts desire into play as nostalgia or yearning whereby 

“the split or ‘barred’ subject is set in relationship to some cause [i.e. the objet petit a].”94 At the 

level of the imaginary, the subject’s fantasy is played out by way of attachments to the objects 

that enter the ego’s orbit.  

In the second version of fantasy, Slavoj Žižek equates the imaginary with the subject’s 

routine and unconscious subjection to ideology. Traditionally, this ‘duped’ or ‘mystified’ subject 

does not know that their actions support ideology but engages in actions that end up 

supporting it.95 Žižek re-writes this maxim as disavowal: the subject “… know[s] very well how 

things are, but nonetheless” continues behaving in a way that supports the ruling ideological 

regime. The subject who regularly purchases green-washed products ‘knows very well’ that 

their consumption actively and wastefully contributes to pollution (or that reuse is a superior 

option) but ‘nonetheless’ contents themselves in thinking that they support an eco-friendly 

ethics through their participation in the rituals of capital. The things with which subjects 

content themselves are, in this view, objets petit a, partial-objects that soothe the subject and 

defer confronting their complicity with the hegemonic structures that would throw its identity 

into crisis.  

The third version of fantasy (or “phantasy”) is developed by RS scholar Judith Butler, 

who places it in relation with the little-r real. Butler often enlists Louis Althusser’s pairing of the 

imaginary with the terrain of ideology that precedes and anticipates the individual, who is 

more-or-less coercively made to recognize itself as a subject.96 In “Force of Fantasy: Feminism, 

Mapplethorpe, and Discursive Excess,” Butler specifically theorizes how legal discourse over-

determines what counts as a homosexual subject. The theory of fantasy Butler advances is one 

in which language constructs the discursive world as real by cementing power hierarchies and 

relations among gendered bodies. As Butler explains, “to say that something is phantasmatic is 

not to say that it is ‘unreal’ or artificial or dismissible as a consequence. … Fantasy postures as 

the real.”97 Butler demonstrates this principle with the example of Jesse Helms, the North 

Carolina legislator famous for decrying the nude photography of Robert Mapplethorpe as 

pornography. Helm’s prohibitive posture projects a fantasy of homosexual perversion that, in 

the very effort to censor Mapplethorpe, is written into the law as “a figure of homosexuality 

whose figurings, whose ‘representations,’ are to be forbidden.”98 Ultimately, Helms’s fantasy 

realizes a caricature of homosexuality in the form of a prohibition against it. In Butler’s account, 

the imaginary fantasy abides by a paradoxical logic in which Helms’s desire-to-prohibit both 

anticipates and is fulfilled by Mapplethorpe: 

Helms operates as the precondition of Mapplethorpe’s enterprise, and Mapplethorpe 

attempts to subvert that generative prohibition by, as it were, becoming the exemplary 

fulfillment of its constitutive sexual wish. … The text encodes and presupposes precisely 
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the prohibition which will later impose itself as if it were externally related to the text 

itself.99 

The Helms case ultimately offers an answer to “who and what wields the power to define the 

homosexual real?”100 In this case, it is Helms, who by assembling a legal statute to censor 

obscenity realizes his own perverse fantasy by writing a prohibition upon homosexual 

photography into law. 

 The fourth understanding of the imaginary fantasy is borrowed from cinema studies, in 

which the subject’s encounter with the screen creates an encounter resembling the mirror 

stage. As Laura Mulvey argues, “the cinema has [in common with the mirror stage] structures of 

fascination strong enough to allow a temporary loss of ego while simultaneously reinforcing the 

ego.”101 These structures, scopophilia (in which “looking itself is a source of pleasure”)102 and 

narcissistic identification (in which the subject perceives their own subjectivity in the image) 

“pursue aims in indifference to perceptual reality, creating the imagized, eroticized concept of 

the world that forms the perception of the subject and makes a mockery of empirical 

objectivity.” The objectivity to which Mulvey is referring, of course, is the status quo in which 

man and women are presumed to be equals, wherein man is the de facto the bearer of the look 

and woman is conditioned to accept her lot as the passive object of masculine voyeuristic 

pleasure.   

The Symbolic 

The symbolic register of the unconscious is the locus of language, the big-O Other, and 

trope. When Lacan defines the symbolic, it is often in reference to language as the structure of 

the symptom: “Whether it is a matter of real symptoms, bungled actions, or whatever we 

constantly find and refind, which Freud referred to in its essential reality, it is always a matter 

of symbols.”103 Like the signifier’s bar, the function of the symbolic is less to share meaning 

among subjects than to thereby divide subjects from and place them into relation with one 

another. As Mikkel Borch-Jacobsen explains:  

Symbolic speech ... seals a pact with the other -- a pact that Lacan calls "symbolic" 

because the subject, by agreeing to exchange speech, agrees to break the "sword" and 

transform it into a sign of recognition, a symbolic tessera, a sumbulon. Through speech, I 

recognize the Other (who is not me) as the very locus of truth (and of my truth), since it 

is actually necessary for me to call on him to witness the truth of my speech, even if I do 

this to lie to him and fool him. ... The origin of truth, in other words, is not imaginary 

violence but the symbolic contract.104  

The big-O Other also plays a key role in sealing the symbolic register’s intersubjective pact. This 

Other also receives other names including the Father, the Phallus, and the Law. These names 

have a distant resonance with Freud’s incest prohibition, wherein the primal father, the subject 

of pure jouissance, is murdered and the tribal relationship is re-sutured by way of a commonly 

agreed-upon prohibition. In Lacan’s reading, when the primal Father is substituted with the 



18 
 

social function of the Law, these written symbols only bring the tribespeople together by 

instituting a limit to their actions. In Lacan’s formulation, the ‘Law of the Father’ never refers to 

one’s literal (adoptive or biological) father. It is rather a placeholder for the subject of 

gratuitous pleasure whose presence necessitates the in(ter)vention of the symbolic Law. As 

legal prohibition, the symbolic once again has the primary function of division, of separating the 

subject from other subjects as the basis of a common bond.    

  
Fig. 3 Fig. 4 

Lacan also explains how the symbolic register intervenes in the imaginary with his 

schema L (fig. 4). Like the sender/receiver model of communication (fig. 3), the schema L is split 

along the vertical axis between the subject (on the left, represented by ‘Es’ and ‘ego’) and the 

other (on the right). On the ‘sender’ side, the subject is split between the pre-mirror-stage Es 

(upper left) or “the disorganized material, biological and experiential reality of having a body,” 

and the post-mirror-stage ego (lower left), the “… image of identity that retroactively imposes 

both unity and meaning” onto the subject.105 On the right side of the diagram, the ‘receiver’ or 

‘addressee’ is split between an imaginary little-o other (upper-right), “the manifest addressee 

of speech,” and the symbolic big-O Other (lower right).106 As Christian Lundberg argues, the 

purpose of distinguishing little-o and big-O is to highlight the greater importance of the big-O 

Other relative to the small-o others with whom the subject is usually engaged.107 The mesh of 

dotted and solid lines illustrate  how the subject’s ego is mediated through the particular others 

with whom they engage in with the relation between Es, the little-o other, and the ego. The 

subject’s (Es) desirous relationship to the little-o other, which is represented by the uppermost 

dotted line, returns to the subject as the solid-line of the imaginary identification, in which the 

experience of lack or loss that characterizes divided subjectivity can only be recognized some 

specific other’s speech. The solid lines emanating from the lower right hand corner of the 

diagram are indicative of the determinative role played by the Symbolic order and the big-O 

Other. The big-O Other speaks to the subject most directly via the bottommost solid line, which 

represents the position in the unconscious from which the subject seeks approval and judges 

his acts. The diagonal solid line marked ‘unconscious’ meanwhile indicates how the ego has no 

direct access to the symbolic order. A message from the big-O Other must pass through the 

small-o other who is the imagined cause of the subject’s desire, and who the subject in turn 

personifies as the embodiment of the symbolic order. Lacan explains this idea with the phrase 

‘the letter always arrives at its destination,’ which vis-à-vis schema L, signifies that the big-O 

Other is a function that allows the unconscious subject to send a message to themselves, the 

conscious ego, through the medium of the small-o others with whom they are immanently 

engaged.  
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 The symbolic order also enables Lacan to establish a distinction between rhetoric and 

discourse, which refer to distinct aspects of speech. Discourse refers primarily to speech in its 

imaginary aspect as the text of fantasy, which emphasizes the subject’s immediate 

intersubjective attachments. Rhetoric, and by extension, trope, describe speech’s symbolic 

aspect, to be understood as the organizing dimensions of discourse. Trope is the logic of 

association and re-association; when the big-O Other speaks to the subject (vis-à-vis other 

subjects), it redistributes discourse for that subject, causing a familiar set of associations to 

organize in a new way. Lacan’s theory of trope, which most often appears as metonymy and 

metaphor has two readily identifiable sources: Freud’s description of displacement and 

condensation in the dream-work (see “Before the Linguistic Turn”) and the syntagmatic and 

paradigmatic axes of language, as explained by Roman Jakobson.108 Whereas the paradigmatic 

axis is the locus of substitution for any one of a sentence’s terms, the syntagmatic axis is the 

locus of word agreement and association among the grammatical categories (i.e. 

subject/predicate). Lacan’s metonymy will thus resemble both displacement and Jakobson’s 

paradigmatic axis, and his account of metaphor will resemble condensation and language’s 

syntagmatic rules. Using these basic coordinates, several scholars have theorized the symbolic 

register in different ways, equating trope respectively with the structure of narratives, publics, 

and populism.  

The first mode of tropological organization removes rhetoric from the figural level of 

discourse and instead situates it as the organizing logic of the narrative plot. Whereas rhetoric 

is conventionally understood as stylistic adornment or ornamentation, this reading of rhetoric 

privileges trope’s role as supra-textual diegetic patterning: the laws of order that allow a 

narrative to be recognizable as such. Literary theorist Peter Brooks, for instance, describes the 

coordinates around which narratives cohere by way of metonymy and metaphor. Metonymy, 

like displacement, effects the scene-by-scene linkages and substitutions of narrative. Metaphor, 

like condensation, effects narrative as a “closed and legible [whole],” and is the product of the 

incremental “movement toward totalization” that metonymy effects at each moment of the 

plot’s forward motion.109  

The second mode of tropological organization comes from rhetorical theorist Christian 

Lundberg, who argues that Lacan’s tropes are master logics of public formation: “Metonymy 

describes … any point where signs and representations are articulated to one another as a point 

of investment producing meaning for a subject,” while “metaphor describes a function whereby 

certain metonymic connections become particularly significant points of investment, exerting a 

regulatory role on a chain of signifiers by retroactively organizing the series of metonymic 

connections within which the metaphor is nested.”110 As a logic of public formation, metonymy 

is conceived as the general contingency by which subjects develop attachments to other 

signifiers, objects, or people. Metaphor occurs when such connections are no longer contingent 

but become fixed by some particularly important signifier. Thus, Lundberg can conclude that 

the film The Passion of the Christ offered an evangelical public a metaphor by which the visible 

suffering of Christ was metonymically sutured to viewers’ view of Christianity as itself 
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persecuted: “The overwhelming representations of graphic violence induce and perform the 

trauma that the film works to establish as a constitutive pole of evangelical identity.”111 As Kurt 

Zemlicka cautions, however, the “infinite” tropological slide from metonymy to metaphor also 

creates insular and self-protective publics incapable of deliberation with one another.112 

The third version of tropological organization is borrowed from political theorist Ernesto 

Laclau, who explains successful populist movements in terms of a transition from metonymy to 

metaphor. In this framework, the contingent connections of metonymy are put in terms of the 

overlapping interests of separate populist coalitions. Trade-unions and racially segregated 

neighborhoods have separable and distinct aims, but a metonymic relationship between these 

interests links them together by way of a shared demand. Laclau describes metaphor in terms 

of the populist slogan that solidifies the contingent bond among allies. Metaphor is active when 

the slogan names, and thereby retroactively symbolizes, the ‘whole’ of the populist movement. 

In Laclau’s words, “The name – of a social movement, of an ideology, of a political institution – 

is always the metaphorical crystallization of contents whose links result from concealing their 

metonymic origins.”113 This theory of trope describes a narrative logic of public formation, first 

as metonymically linked interests and then as the consolidation of the slogan as the metaphor 

of the movement ‘as a whole’. The metaphoric name or slogan serves a particularly important 

function: it acts as a nodal point that knits the collective together. 

The Real 

The register of the Real is the locus of the jouissance, the death drive, and the objet petit 

a. The Real is less an ordered domain than the subversion of order, accessible only by way of a 

disruption in the symbolic and/or imaginary. One example of the Real is the object-voice, which 

separates the voice from its aesthetic and signifying qualities. When the voice is an objet petit 

a, it “names an excessive remainder of the failed articulation between bodies and languages 

that becomes retroactively transposed into the position of an origin or cause.”114 Jason Myres 

describes the object voice as consolidated by the figure of Stephen Hawking, whose voice “is an 

external mechanical apparatus that threatens us with the prospect of voice reduced to pure 

mechanical iterability.” As an object, the voice is only tentatively connected to an ‘actual’ body, 

challenging the demand that there be a real person present wherever a voice is heard. This 

mechanical, rhetor-less object-voice constitutes “an excess of jouissance that escapes, or even 

threatens, the symbolic order.”115 

According to Kevin Johnson and Jennifer Asenas, the Real has five separate functions: it 

is the void or backdrop for ideology, the ‘return’ (i.e. the ‘return of the repressed’), the domain 

of unrestricted jouissance (i.e. before it is captured by the symbolic order), materiality (i.e. the 

reduction of the organism to abject matter), and recalcitrance (i.e. resistance to 

symbolization).116 Lacan puts stress on this final point: although some scholars equate the Real 

with the representation of a lack, the Real is defined as that point where symbols and 

symbolization are both impossible:   
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[It] would be a mistake to understand the Real as ‘that which is beside meaning and in 

which meaning inscribes itself in order to realize itself’; instead the Lacanian Real ‘spells 

from the intimate fault line in the symbolic system.’ The Real is that which, thanks to the 

symbolic incision, has existence but not substance, an existence discernable only by 

virtue of a careful accounting of its (de)structuring effects.117  

In contradistinction to the little-r real, which describes the objective, factual quality of reality as 

imaginary fantasy, the big-R Real describes that point at which the particular (imaginary) 

fantasy cannot sustain its mythic objectivity, and the conventional (symbolic) logic of fantasy is 

unraveled by a new and unwelcome signifier that cannot be subsumed into discourse as-is. Lee 

Edelman, for instance, explains the Real by way of the ‘unwelcome’ signifier of queerness, 

which is restricted to the periphery of normalized gender identity.  

Homosexuality is thought as a threat to the logic of thought itself insofar as it figures the 

availability of an unthinkable jouissance that would put an end to [heterosexual] fantasy 

- and, with it, to futurity - by reducing the assurance of meaning in fantasy's promise of 

continuity to the meaningless circulation and repetitions of the drive.118 

Queer identity, in other words, implicitly threatens its fragile heterosexual opposite with the 

prospect that all its ritualistic worship of the family is nothing more than ‘going through the 

motions,’ “the meaningless circulations and repetitions of the drives.” The threat of queerness 

is consequently pitted against the hegemonic symbols of heterosexual reproductive futurity. 

Without recourse to symbolize its identity except in opposition, queerness is made to symbolize 

its status as peripheral by adopting, adapting, and disrupting the existing normative order.  

 

The “Seminar on the Purloined Letter”  

The “Seminar on the Purloined Letter” is an early (1955) lecture delivered by Jacques 

Lacan.119 It is noteworthy for the way it draws together an array of psychoanalytic concepts, 

including repetition, the agency of the signifier, and the registers of the unconscious. The topic 

of the seminar, Edgar Allan Poe’s short story The Purloined Letter, is among the earliest 

examples of detective fiction. The seminar, which presents a careful analysis of the plot, also 

anticipates many of the conceptual developments of The Four Fundamental Concepts and is 

therefore a uniquely valuable anecdote for summarizing how parts of Lacanian theory are 

interrelated.  Poe’s story is split into two scenes:  

The first transpires in a “royal boudoir” where the King and Queen are present. The 

Queen receives the compromising letter in the King’s presence, whereupon the Minister 

D- enters. The Minister quickly recognizes that the Queen is keeping a secret, and 

casually drops a decoy letter on the table. He then steals the dangerous document as 

the Queen watches, unable to stop him. The second scene features Poe’s analyst, 

Auguste Dupin. At this time, the Queen has commanded the Prefect of the Police to 
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retrieve the letter. Although his officers employ state-of-the-art scientific techniques to 

find the letter, no amount of searching can uncover it. Exhausted by their failure, the 

Prefect consults Dupin for assistance. When Dupin enters the Minister’s home for a 

casual visit, he immediately sees the letter perched in plain sight, crumpled and 

“apparently thrust carelessly” between the legs of the Minister’s mantel. Artfully 

forgetting his snuffbox on the table, Dupin returns the following day, and substitutes the 

letter with a facsimile that bears his own signature.120 

Repetition (as retroaction) is far and away the star of the show. The recurrence of the second 

scene as a version of the first retroactively gives form and meaning to the events in the royal 

boudoir and organizes the narrative’s resolution. In the first scene (fig. 5), the King is blind to 

the letter, the Queen wishes for it to remain hidden, and the Minister D- seizes the advantage 

of the intersubjective relationship he sees played out before him. In the second scene (fig. 6), 

the police are blind to the letter, the Minister D- wishes for it to remain hidden, and Dupin – 

because he seizes upon the structure of the Minister D-’s theft – takes advantage of D-’s blind 

spot. As Shoshana Felman explains, “[what] is repeated… is not a psychological act committed 

as a function of the individual psychology of a character, but three functional positions in a 

structure which, determining three different viewpoints, embody three different relations to 

the act of seeing – of seeing, specifically, the purloined letter.”121  

 

   
Fig. 5 Fig. 6 Fig. 7 

 

What are these ‘positions’ or ‘relations’ to the letter? (fig. 7) The first is the ‘realist imbecile,’ 

the blind Other embodied first by the king, and then the Prefect of the Police. The second is the 

secret-keeper, who hides the letter embodied first by the queen, and then the Minister D-.  This 

position embodies the imaginary register, and exists at the scale of the intersubjective dyad. 

The third is the secret-taker: it sees what the second sees, and seizing the opportunity removes 

the letter from its place. The third position moves the letter from its place only to find himself 

occupying a different position in the intersubjective triangle. This relation is occupied first by 

the minister, and then by Auguste Dupin. Each assumes the role of the symbolic insofar as they 
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take a supra-position with respect to another intersubjective relation; by themselves in a 

position to ‘seize’ the symbolic order, these characters identify themselves with it – only to find 

themselves ‘put into place,’ themselves moved by the symbolic order. The letter, of course, is 

the signifier that remains constant as characters and contexts shift around it. When Lacan 

argues for the agency of the signifier, it is because its signified is immaterial; at no point are the 

Queen’s reasons for fearing the King’s wrath disclosed. The content or meaning of the signifier 

is always secondary relative to the function it fulfills for the subject embedded in an 

intersubjective relation.  

The signifier’s agency also illustrates how psychoanalytic theory reaches beyond the conceit 

that analysis should focus solely or exclusively on deciphering the meaning of speech or 

symbols. Granted, when placed in the terms of the imaginary, the psychoanalytic theoretical 

framework is concerned with signification insofar as meaning is tethered to a signifier that 

produces meaning for a subject. But the search for a deep historical and/or hermeneutical 

inquiry into the meaning of a sign for an audience may place too high a premium on the 

interpretation of the signified over the constitutive effects of the signifier’s circulation. 

Psychoanalysis is a theory beyond signification because it captures how the signifier (placed in 

terms of the symbolic) is always in transit and acquires force and meaning only by actively and 

retroactively referencing a prior signifier. Recalling, for example, how the second instance of 

the letter’s theft (by Dupin) retroactively grants the first theft (by the Minister D-) form and 

meaning, we could argue that symbolic repetition is beyond signification because it describes 

the formal conditions that make signification possible. 

Finally, the theory of the signifier explains the connection between the imaginary and symbolic 

registers. Often enough, psychoanalytic rhetorical analyses make a competitive choice to focus 

upon only one or another privileged register. One reason for the either/or framing of the 

imaginary and the symbolic in RS is that these registers came to scholars’ attention as a 

published debate between Gunn (2004A, 2004B) and Lundberg (2004). Whereas Gunn 

prioritized the importance of the imaginary for rhetorical analysis by recourse to the mirror-

stage, little-o other, mis-recognition (méconnaissance), and the fundamental fantasy, Lundberg 

argued that “Lacan opens a path to think of the Symbolic as specifically tropological and, 

therefore, as a rhetorical phenomenon” (pp. 49–50). The oppositional framing of the 

psychoanalytic registers encourages a two-tier approach such that rhetorical scholars are 

entreated to either take on the thick description of imaginary fantasy, or alternatively, to 

account for the unfolding tropological structure of the symbolic order. From the perspective of 

the signifier of the “Seminar on ‘The Purloined Letter,’” however, these registers are inter-

imbricated. Per the imaginary fantasy, the signifier is always-already articulated to an over-

determined meaning for a subject. Per the symbolic order, this signifier refuses the tether of a 

particular signified through tropologically determined structures and the retroactivity of 

reference. The final lesson of Lacan’s “Seminar” is that these registers should be understood to 

function in tandem with one another rather than as mutually exclusive provenances of 

psychoanalytic thought. 
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Conclusion 

 The rhetorical examples offered in this entry will hopefully chart a less bifurcated path 

for psychoanalysis and CCS in future communication scholarship. A joint endeavor is desirable 

because the oppositional framing of psychoanalysis and CCS simply does not do justice to the 

way that these modes of inquiry can and do work together. If psychoanalysis is dismissed based 

on its most outdated assumptions, CCS risks missing out on the embedded psychoanalytic 

nuance of some canonical critical theory, including that of Frantz Fanon (2008), Gayle Rubin 

(1975), Henry Louis Gates Jr. (1988), Hortense Spillers (2003), Jared Sexton (2008), Homi 

Bhabha (1994), Gayatri Spivak (1999), and Judith Butler (1990, 1997, 2006). Absent 

psychoanalysis, the logics of alienation and signification at play in much of this foundational 

critical scholarship is too easily passed over in silence. What ethical goal should animate critical 

psychoanalytic scholarship? Elizabeth Roudinesco (2004) provided one answer: 

Psychoanalysis testifies to an advance of civilization over barbarism. It restores the idea 

that human speech is free and that human destiny is not confined to biological being. 

Thus in the future it should occupy its full place, next to the other sciences, to contest 

the obscurantist claims seeking to reduce thought to a neuron or to equate desire with a 

chemical secretion. (p. xi) 

Psychoanalytic theory, in sum, hopes to recover some measure of the agency that is 

relinquished to the unconscious of speech or that has been attributed to biological nature. Such 

a purpose opens a path forward for psychoanalysis as a method and CCS as a field of inquiry 

because both share the goal of mitigating human suffering, as well as optimism for the speaking 

subject who embraces the talking cure. By refusing the reified distinction between 

psychoanalytically informed scholarship and CCS, scholars open the way for a new kind of 

scholarship that aims to apply a psychic salve to distressed public discourse. 
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